War and Oppression Unit  28

Appendix B
Poor Old Van As


Directions: Use the following questions to guide your understanding of Nadine Gordimer’s “The Last Kiss.”

1. Trace the main character’s decline by focusing on the following points.
a. Provide evidence that he was once a respected, successful person
b. What actions reveal his determination?
c. Describe society’s reactions to him in his later years.

2. Find key images that underscore the deterioration of Van As.

3. Describe the effect of Gordimer’s description of the main character’s daily train ride, surrounded by teenagers.

4. Recalling details from the story, interpret and respond to the following quotations.
a. “When people become characters, they cease to be regarded as human.”

b. “Nothing fades so quickly as what is unchanged.”

c. “He might have been some harmless, slow-reacting creature in a zoo, dimly hearing the sound of pieces of thrown orange-peel bouncing off its hide.”
d. “…while the first kiss was something to make your eyes prick in the cinema, it was assumed that the last must be ridiculous and obscene…”
e. “It was as if the town’s only statue, a shabby thing of an obscure general on a horse…were to have been observed, bleeding.”
5. The townspeople view the kiss as a scandal and a crime. Are there other ways to interpret it?
6. Reexamine the story’s opening and closing sentences. Then identify social criticisms expressed in “The Last Kiss.”
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